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The Boricua Dialogues
Jonathan Borton

Faro Los Morrillos de Cabo Rojo, Cabo Rojo, Puerto Rico, May 17, 2019

For Dad, who inspired this project in the beginning, and who has been with me through every step.

I am what I am.
A child of the Americas.
A light-skinned mestiza of the Caribbean.
A child of many diaspora, born into this continent at a
crossroads.
I am Puerto Rican. I am U.S. American.
I am New York Manhattan and the Bronx.
A mountain-born, country-bred, homegrown jibara child,
up from the shtetl, a California Puerto Rican Jew
A product of the New York ghettos I have never known.
I am an immigrant
And the daughter and granddaughter of immigrants.
We didn’t known our forbears’ names with a certainty.
They aren’t written anywhere...
They gave us life, kept us going,
brought us to where we are.
Born at a crossroads.
Come, lay that dishcloth down. Eat, dear, eat.
History made us.
We will not eat ouselves up inside anymore.

from Ending Poem by Aurora and Rosario Morales
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To Begin: A Conversation with my Dad
David: Jonathan, what is your topic for your senior presentation?

David: So you took Spanish during high school, but you didn’t

David: You were engaging personally with the Hispanic

necessarily really connect to that culture yet?

and Puerto Rican culture a little bit more, a part of it

Jonathan: My thesis is all about Puerto Rican identity, what it
means to be Puerto Rican and to fit into our culture.
David: Why did you choose that topic?

unintentionally and part of it intentionally. And as you were
Jonathan: Even my first few years here at Andrews, I still

considering your senior project, it fell into place as that could be

wasn’t engaging with that side. I had friends like Jeremiah who

something you could explore.

are Puerto Rican, and he was involved in Makarios from the
beginning, but I wasn’t really engaged with it. I was going to

Jonathan: Another influence at the beginning of this in 2018

Jonathan: I want to take it back to some things from my

your mom’s house and having lunch with her, and there was

was that I began to meet more of the members of Makarios, a

childhood. I remember pronouncing the Spanish words for

still, a level of awkwardness there that I wasn’t fully okay with,

Hispanic ministry group on campus. I just hadn’t known them,

grandparents, abuelito and abuelita, I still can’t pronounce them

but feeling that familial need to see her and to spend time with

but now I really met a lot of them and started attending the

well, and I don’t know why. But I remember that there was this

her might have helped push me in this direction of investigating

programs that they would hold in Spanish and English. That

time that Grandma and Grandpa Whitney were visiting us at

this notion of identity a little bit more. My own personal sense

really grabbed my attention and cemented in my head this idea

church, and Grandpa asked me how your parents were doing.

of what it means to be Puerto Rican or Hispanic.

that I needed to challenge myself to look into this.

David: What did you do to engage with that culture more?

David: And how did you balance the challenge of not speaking

And he said abuelito, but he butchered even more than I do. There
was this sense of shame I felt, like it reflected badly on how I was
pronouncing it. So to me that incident reflects this idea that I

Spanish fluently, but wanting to engage more with the Spanish

always felt that I was misrepresenting Puerto Rican culture, my

Jonathan: In the fall of 2018, the Hispanic clubs were hosting

Puerto Rican heritage because I couldn’t pronounce the words

a series of speakers about different Hispanic topics. Myrna

properly or because I didn’t know Spanish.

spoke at one of these, and she picked me out of the crowd as

Jonathan: One thing that really helped me in this is that all my

a Borton, which was wild to me because no one had ever done

Hispanic friends were friendly and helpful about this. Even today

David: So, that was a childhood experience that sort of left you a

that before. But her talking about her experience of being

if I have a Spanish music practice, and someone says something

little ashamed or a little bit uncertain about that part of your life?

Puerto Rican and Dominican, and that in combination with her

in Spanish, and I don’t understand it, I know I can turn to

identifying me, made me realize, “Wait a second, maybe I do

whoever’s sitting next to me and say, “Sorry, what did they say?”

Jonathan: As I went through high school, I started taking

want to engage with this more.” This was right at the beginning

And then they’ll explain it to me. From the outset, everyone was

Spanish classes, but I never felt confident in that, in claiming my

of my junior year, and I was thinking, “Okay, I know I need to

very welcoming of me in this, my desire to grow. So yes, I couldn’t

identity, mostly because of the language thing. I never felt like

plan out my Honors thesis.” I’d had some plans beforehand, but

necessarily understand what people were saying a lot of the time,

I could say, “Oh, I’m Puerto Rican,” because the next thing I

none of them really grabbed my interest as much. Then this

but I also knew that learning that was as easy as asking someone

would have to say is, “Well, but I don’t speak Spanish.”

was presented to me and things started to click a little bit.

or pushing myself to learn Spanish as I have been doing.
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culture, Puerto Rican culture?

David: It’s interesting that even at that early stage, you were

David: That fits into the question about engaging with both

Jonathan: I realized that I really appreciated the way that,

finding that one of the core values of the Puerto Rican culture

your project and with the culture. How did you choose to bridge

number one, the film stock translates color and light and gives

and of the larger Hispanic culture is that they want to be very

between engaging with the culture and engaging with your topic?

the image a very different feeling, a whole different set of

helpful to people, they want to be inclusive of others. So they

emotions associated with it than digital does. I also liked the way

were opening themselves up to you, even though others might’ve

Jonathan: This brings us to my medium of choice, which is

that it slowed me down, that it forced me to think about and be

looked at you as an outsider.

photography. These last few years I have honed my skills at

very intentional with the photos. That was what Marc would

street photography, learning to know the feel of a place, of

always say; “You have to be intentional with your photography

Jonathan: I never felt judged by anyone because of the fact

a physical location by walking down the street and shooting

and everything associated with it.” So using film made me

that I don’t speak Spanish or the fact that I didn’t grow up

what I see. So I’ve done that in Pennsylvania, at home, in

realize, “well, I only have 36 exposures, so I better make sure

“Hispanic.” They were still totally welcoming of me. That was

Michigan here at school, in the different places I visited

to get the photo that I want.” You could call that the Decisive

then fully fleshed out when we went to Puerto Rico and every

during Spring Break last year, and the various trips I’ve taken

Moment, to use the words of Cartier-Bresson. It was good to

single person that we talked to was like that. They’d say, “oh,

throughout these years. Everywhere I go, I process what I’m

use film for the Puerto Rico project in particular, because this

we’re so glad you’re doing this. We’re glad you’ve decided to

feeling and what I’m seeing visually with my camera. So that

whole journey of engaging with my identity is a kind of a slow

engage with your identity directly and come here and visit and

was the natural method to go about this project with Puerto

process, right? I can’t just take everything in during one day and

experience Puerto Rico for yourself.”

Rico, to take my camera there and to photograph what I see.

walk out saying, “Oh, I feel like a perfect Puerto Rican now.”

I’m hoping that I’m translating something that’s real, that I’m

The thought processes take a long time and my mindset and

David: When did you start to feel like you belonged, like these

not just making up fantasy images of what Puerto Rico is, but

worldview have to be shifted as I think about these things. So

were your people?

whatever I see is what I see. So that’s a very authentic way to

too, I have to take it slow with the photography. Yes, I still went

engage with my identity, to do it through photography.

out and I shot tons of photos at a fast rate, but the process of

Jonathan: Fall semester of 2019, because at that point I now had
the experience of being in Puerto Rico under my belt. I had the
photos to prove that I’d been there and everything. I had done the
work in New York City, then I joined Makarios. So being able to
bring up in conversation that I’d been to Puerto Rico recently or
that I was doing this whole project, that I was embarking on this

film (developing, scanning, and editing) allowed me to move my
David: Tell me a little bit more about the photography. Tell

photography at the same rate as my thought.

me a little bit more about your methods. I know that you are
kind of old school and like to shoot with old school film and
old cameras. Tell me about the methodology.

journey of figuring out what it means to me to be Puerto Rican,

David: The more pictures you took, the more you connected
with the culture because through each picture you were seeing
a different part of that culture. Each of the locations you went

as we were going to these different Spanish churches, that was

Jonathan: In 2018 I was experimenting with film just because

to in Puerto Rico connected you to a different aspect of the

when it really started to click for me.

I had a film camera and I wanted to see what it was like.

Puerto Rican culture, of the island.
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Jonathan: Incidentally, the fact that I can actually list off these

David: I want you to know that, as the one who went with you

David: You can join the experience that Puerto Ricans have

different places now makes me feel Puerto Rican. Lin-Manuel

to Puerto Rico and as the one who helped plan the locations,

where when they’re in Puerto Rico, they enjoy the food they love

Miranda has a song called Almost Like Praying, based off Maria

that I did that on purpose. I wanted you to see some of the

so much, and then when they’re somewhere else, when they eat

from West Side Story, and it was to raise money for hurricane

places in Puerto Rico that are historic and that every Puerto

that same food ,it may not be the good quality as when they ate

relief after Maria, and in it he had all these different artists

Rican should have gone to in their lifetime at some point. I also

it in Puerto Rico, but it takes them back to that little piece of the

singing the names of every town and city in Puerto Rico, and

wanted to take you to the common places, just walking down

island that stays with them. And that’s how you felt.

it’s cool now that I can listen to that song and think, “ I know

the street, everyday life in Puerto Rico, not just touristy spots.
Linda: Do you say now, “I am Puerto Rican?”

what this or that place looks like because I’ve been there.”
Jonathan: I really appreciated that. I thought that was a great
David: That’s really neat. How important was it for you to see

approach, and it fit with the mindset that I wanted to bring into

Jonathan: I do. I always used to say, especially as I started

the different places in Puerto Rico, the different locations?

this. And there’s still places we didn’t see; we didn’t make it to

to become friends with more Hispanics, “ my dad’s Puerto

the southern mountains or the island of Vieques. That points to

Rican,” or “my dad’s side of the family is Puerto Rican.” But

the fact that we’re never done settling into our identity, I think;

now I just say, “yes, yo soy Boricua.”

Jonathan: I think it’s very important. I don’t think that the
experience of being Puerto Rican is homogenous from person
to person. There’s no consistent standard... there are some
things like the food or the music that most people will say, “this
is what makes me feel Puerto Rican,” but I think one of the
biggest things there is location. A Puerto Rican like yourself

there’s always more growth to experience.
David: Yeah, that’s a huge shift because before it was about other
David: At this point, how much progress do you feel like you’ve
made personally in identifying or connecting with the Puerto
Rican part of your family?

people in your life, your family, etc. Now it’s about you.
Jonathan: That, ultimately, is what I want to demonstrate in
this project, that I’m not pretending to be Puerto Rican. I’m not

that’s lived in the States most of your life, and especially in
cold locations like Michigan and Pennsylvania, is going to

Jonathan: I know I’m not done, but I also know that I’m

have a different feeling of being Puerto Rican than a Puerto

much further along than I was previously and I feel quite

Rican who’s lived on the island their whole life, or lived in

satisfied with where I am now. I know that I still don’t speak

New York City, etc. To see these different places, then to try to

Spanish that well; that’s still something I’m learning, but I can

put myself in the shoes of these different people, “okay, this is

now talk about my experience in Puerto Rico like it means

what it might feel like if I lived in Añazco, this is what it might

something, which it does. I now understand our family history

feel like if I lived in the suburbs of Trujillo Alto,” that’s very

more thanks to the conversations we’ve had. I’ve eaten food

crucial to my understanding.

like mofongo, which was amazing!
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putting on a show saying, “Well, if I was Puerto Rican, this is
how I would do this,” or, “I’m going to become Puerto Rican
through this project.” It’s now “I was Puerto Rican before. I grew
in confidence in my identity. I am Puerto Rican now, and this is
what I have to show you as a Puerto Rican.”

Jonathan Borton
The Boricua Dialogues

My dad, David Borton, in the chapel at Antillean University, Mayagüez, Puerto Rico, May 15, 2019
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David Borton
Jonathan: So Dad, tell me about your life, relevant to our

Jonathan: So then what makes someone Puerto Rican for you?

Jonathan: Another question I have is about your feelings

discussion, since I think I know part of it.

The example that I’m using in all these interviews is myself,

of kinship with other Hispanics. How do you navigate those

being someone who doesn’t speak Spanish and whose only

relationships?

David: I’ve always been very proud that I was born on the island

connection is the fact that you’re Puerto Rican and your side

of Puerto Rico. And even further, as you well know, that I was

of the family is Puerto Rican. What is the bare minimum, that

David: Because of the fact that I have lighter skin, and I’m living

born in old San Juan, one of the most iconic places of Puerto

makes someone Puerto Rican?

in the United States, most people do not know that I’m Puerto

Rico, and it’s sort of framed my life as a Puerto Rican. I think we

Rican. I have stood at Walmart lines, or I have sat near other

moved away when I was about three or so, and moved to New

David: For me, the bare minimum would be just to have some

Hispanics who never knew I was Hispanic. And they might say

York City. From there, we went to the Dominican Republic, and

heritage from Puerto Rico. And you have that. But that can

something in Spanish and I laugh, and they realize that I’m

then finally we settled in Michigan when I was 10. So I didn’t

always be enhanced and grown. So we’ll use you as an example,

understanding what they’re saying. There’ve been other times

ever move back to Puerto Rico to live here full time. So when

since you are the heart of this project, your understanding of

when I’m with somebody who’s Hispanic, but they don’t know

my dad suggested I go to college in Puerto Rico, I thought it was

yourself and your larger narrative. Because you grew up in the

that I speak Spanish, and I say something to them in Spanish,

a great idea. That school year again reframed my Puerto Rican

United States and because we did not insist on you speaking

and their surprise is clear. That has happened many times in

experience, because I was able to eat the same foods and go to the

Spanish, you haven’t learned that in the past. But you can,

my life. So in a sense, even when I am among Hispanics, it’s not

beaches and remember the Spanish that I was forgetting. I was

if you choose to, really learn it. That would enhance your

that they reject me, but they don’t give me an open welcome

able to spend time with my grandmother, and reconnect to my

connection to this culture. The food that we eat, the music

because they don’t know I’m Hispanic until I speak. And then it’s

family who was still on the island. But I think that my connection

that we listen to, the places we go while you’re here for a week

the open arm. On the other hand, in America, they don’t know

to Puerto Rico has been the language, the culture, and the music.

visiting in Puerto Rico. That’s enhancing, by a huge magnitude,

that I’m necessarily American either. I often say, “When I speak

I separate them, because you can still be Puerto Rican but not

your connection to this culture. So for me, what makes someone

Spanish, I have an American accent, and when I speak English,

have all of those. But my connection to Puerto Rico has been first

Puerto Rican, the bare minimum is you have Puerto Rican

I have a Spanish accent.” So people who listen closely, they can

from where I was born and my youth, returning to the college

heritage. And you do. But anybody could, even if it was a great

hear me be different, no matter where I am. Now, among other

in Puerto Rico. And I’ve loved the music, especially the Puerto

grandfather on somebody’s side of the family twice removed.

Hispanics from other countries, I feel like I’m a part of them, but

Rican music from the old days. My wife, Linda, says that I am

But you can enhance that, and begin to really, truly enjoy the

they make assumptions about my skin or how I look. And so even

the most Puerto Rican to her during Christmas, when I’m always

various parts of the Puerto Rican culture that make it unique.

though the skin color is not as much of an issue in Puerto Rico

playing those crazy Puerto Rican Christmas songs. In Spanish,

We’ve already mentioned food, we mentioned music, we

as it is in the United States, there’s still people who look down on

we call that parranda. They go caroling, and these songs are about

mentioned locations, that kind of stuff. So for me, what makes a

each other in Puerto Rico. Since I happened to have lighter skin,

the birth of Jesus. They’re about celebration, they’re about joy.

Puerto Rican is all of that together. And to various degrees. All

maybe I haven’t experienced some things that other people who

And somehow they touch me the most during Christmas time.

of that mashed together makes somebody a Puerto Rican.

have darker skin who are also Puerto Rican have.
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Castillo San Cristóbal, Viejo San Juan, Puerto Rico, May 12, 2019
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Urbanización Villamar, Carolina, Puerto Rico, May 13, 2019
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We decided that we would begin our trip in San Juan, the
capital of Puerto Rico and a very typical tourist location,
especially the classic streets of Viejo San Juan. Although I
was happy to photograph these areas, I did have some doubts
about whether I was authentically portraying Puerto Rico
by beginning in these locations, which might be perceived as
a less accurate portrait of the island than other, less touristy
areas. However, my fears were put to rest after we interviewed
the desk worker, Hector, at the hotel where we were staying.
Hector is an amazing and friendly guy, and he’s as Puerto Rican
as anything. He is especially proud of his hazel eyes, which
indicate, according to him, that he is descended from the native
Taino peoples of the island. His pride in his descent made me
surprised, because Hector talked about how he is perfectly
happy and satisfied working in the tourist sector, and how he
doesn’t feel any less Puerto Rican because of his job. He talked
about how he loves to go partying and dancing at night, and
how he connects to our culture through that. Hector’s story
helped me break down some of my preconceived notions about
what it means to be Puerto Rican, like the thought that Puerto
Ricans uniformly reject or resent the tourist industry, and it
caused me to be more open to the different experiences of my
subjects as I moved forward. One person cannot represent every
experience of being Puerto Rican, but each person’s experience
is valid and worthy of being recognized in this discussion.
Villa Verde Inn, Carolina, Puerto Rico, May 12, 2019
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Puerto Rico Memorial Cemetery, Carolina, Puerto Rico, May 12, 2019
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Viejo San Juan, towards dusk, Puerto Rico, May 12, 2019
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Viejo San Juan, early evening, Puerto Rico, May 12, 2019
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Hector Riviero, at the Villa Verde Inn, Carolina, Puerto Rico, May 12, 2019
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Hector Riviero
Jonathan: So first of all tell me a little bit about yourself. What

David: It is very interesting that many of the Hispanics who live

Jonathan: What do you think makes someone “Puerto Rican”?

has been your experience as a Puerto Rican so far?

in the United States say that they went there in order to live a

In America, of course, we have issues of race. We say, “he’s

better life. But it’s very interesting that you say that you can have

white so he must not be Hispanic or Puerto Rican,” but I have

that better life right here in Puerto Rico.

heard, and maybe you can confirm this, that here in Puerto

Hector: I have lived here all my life. I am 30 years old. I have

Rico, skin color is not an issue.

lived in Carolina, PR all these years. The Puerto Rican person is
too generous. It’s important for the Puerto Rican person to take

Hector: Too many people go there and think that they can

this generosity when they go to other places. They love to do that.

just go there and have a job. They don’t need to go have any

Hector: No, no, it’s not an issue. You’re gonna see some guy

They are proud. They are loud, they’re Puerto Rican in all the

interview to have a job. So they have a wrong perspective. I

with your skin, but with curly hair and dark skin like mine,

places that they are. But I’ve lived here all my life.

think they come from so many places but it’s not very exciting to

but with blonde hair, they don’t care about that but it’s one

come to the United States and just stay in one place. So, yeah,

connection with the whole person, that’s the most important here.

Jonathan: What are your future plans? Do you want to be

I’m really happy here.
David: What is it that makes you Puerto Rican? What is your

here for the rest of your life? Have you thought about moving
to America? What is your relationship with America, what are

Jonathan: You know that in America we have many different

connection to this culture? Is it that you were born here? Raised

your feelings about that?

descriptors of Puerto Ricans: Hispanic, Puerto Rican, Latinx,

here? Your family is from here? Given that Puerto Rico is a mix

Boricua, of course. So what labels do you find useful for

of those different cultures, African, Taino, Spain, all of that.

Hector: I don’t think too long because here you need to live

yourself ? What do you call yourself ?
Hector: I think all that makes me a Puerto Rican person.

day by day. But of course I have my apartment, I have my
car, although I would want one of much better quality. And I

Hector: I’m a person. I don’t like labels or categories. I’m a

Because we have many different cultures that together make

don’t want to go to the United States, just for vacation. Why?

person. A Puerto Rican person, but just a person. Maybe it’s a

one Puerto Rico, one Boricua. I love my friends, I love my

Because I have too many friends in the United States because

mix with “Taino” and “African guy” and “Hispanic” because

family, I love my job, I love my view. Now, you have the

I’m a dancer. So most of my friends are in Florida, in Disney, all

my hazel eyes are really Taino, so I have the mix with all that.

opportunity to explore, it is important that, while you are in

those places; they told me they live in those places in the United

I don’t have any names but I’m “Latino.” I think the problem

this process, you seek how to identify and connect yourself

States and they told me that its really really hard because of

lies in the education of the person. If one is not educated to

with what is happening in Puerto Rico and with the culture.

discrimination. They have too much pressure for that just for

enjoy and appreciate their own culture, it is difficult for that

So you find that this is something that makes you proud. To

they look different. So, I don’t need that. I don’t need that. I

person to go to another country and to uphold and be proud

improve that connection you have to go outside, go enjoy

want to stay here and enjoy my island. Here you have too many

of their own culture. The majority of those who leave this

salsa, merengue, listen to the music, the Latin music, eat food

things to do. We have a rich culture. You don’t need to go to

country, they pick up the culture where they now live instead

like frituras, alcapurrias, etc. Don’t go too crazy, but enjoy the

other places to get a job. I’m really really happy here.

of carrying their own culture with them.

moment, that feeling, that connection.

19

Jeremiah’s basement, Queens, New York, August 1, 2019
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Castillo San Cristóbal, Viejo San Juan, Puerto Rico, May 12, 2019
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When my dad and I prepared to interview the Hernandez
couple in San Juan, we expected that they would take us to their
house for the interview, as they had offered to pick us up. They
did pick us up, but it took us about five hours to actually get to
their house, even though it was only half an hour away. Why
did it take so long to get there? They wanted to take us to Viejo
San Juan (the most stereotypically Puerto Rican of all Puerto
Rican places), which they did. What really stood out to me was
the pride that they took in showing off their city to us, as well
as the sense that they wanted to treat us right as their guests.
They just couldn’t imagine not taking us around and giving us
a local tour of their part of Puerto Rico while we were visitors
there, especially since this was my first time on the island. This
hospitality was replicated everywhere I went during that week,
and it seems to me like it’s a large part of being Puerto Rican,
particularly if you live on the island itself.

Urbanización Villamar, Carolina, Puerto Rico, May 13, 2019
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Castillo San Cristóbal, Viejo San Juan, Puerto Rico, May 12, 2019

23

Calle de la Tanca, Viejo San Juan, Puerto Rico, May 13, 2019
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Viejo San Juan, Puerto Rico, May 12, 2019
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Waldemar and Aurea Hernandez at their home in Trujillo Alto, Puerto Rico, May 12, 2019
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Waldemar & Aurea Hernandez
Jonathan: Tell me about your life, what you think I should know

Mrs. Hernandez (through translator): Part of my pride in

Mr. Hernandez (through translator): One of the

about your experience as a Puerto Rican.

Puerto Rico is expanded by the people who are born and raised

distinguishing factors, in my opinion, of a Puerto Rican is

on this island, and who come from this culture. People who are

someone who is very generous and hospitable. Someone who

Mr. Hernandez (through translator): I have been taught

excellent in sports, people who are great musicians, people who

helps his neighbor. This spirit of hospitality is very strong in

about my country, my culture. I was born in the city of Bayamón.

are great in the theater, in the movies. Even though this is a

Puerto Ricans. And then even beyond for me as a Seventh Day

But then as I was growing up, it’s not just the country of Puerto

small island, it is full of people who have overcome. And so that

Adventist and as a Christian, I remember the story of Lot before

Rico, it’s not just the city of Bayamón, it’s even more what kind

makes me very proud to be a part of this culture. So not only

Sodom and Gomorrah, the angels were on the way to destroy

of city it is. And the city is known for chicharrón, a type of pork

did I have my ancestors and my family to give a good example

those cities. And Lot welcomed them and gave them hospitality.

meat, and it’s popular. I’m growing up learning that I was born

of a resilient Puerto Rican family, but I look to the present

And it was what saved him. And so I connect that desire to

and is being raised in this city with this specific Puerto Rican

and the future with my two daughters, they’re good examples.

provide hospitality, to open the doors, to welcome as part of a

food. But also I’m learning about my ancestors, the Native

Both studied at Antillean University. One was interested to

Puerto Rican culture. Lot was a good Puerto Rican.

Americans who lived here, the Tainos. I’m being taught all of this

be a veterinarian, but she could not complete her studies at

as I’m growing up. So I’ve been taught, and I’ve learning about

the college because they did not offer that. So she changed

Mrs. Hernandez (through translator): This desire to help

the mixture of the cultures that are here, of the Spanish, the

to another University in Mayagüez, finished, and today she

people, this desire to be hospitable in that sense of the word is a

African, and the Native American, the Taino. That’s what makes

is a veterinarian. My other daughter studied psychology, and

big part of being Puerto Rican. Now, of course I know that here

me Puerto Rican. One learns about where one has lived, where

then went to Vermont in the United States where she finished

in Puerto Rico, we have that mixture of the different cultures:

one is from. And from there you go forward in life.

her doctorate in psychology. her doctorate. And so these are

Spanish, African, Native American. And so skin color is less of a

examples for me, as people who are from Puerto Rico, maybe

problem, but there are some groups of people in Puerto Rico who

Mrs. Hernandez: So for me, I was born and raised in

who grew up poor or small, but were able to go far beyond what

are looking down on other people because of skin color. But for the

Puerto Rico and I have been very proud to be Puerto

you might think. But I am international. I love every country.

most part, for most people, the skin color doesn’t make a difference.

Rican. Since being a child. I lived something that is called

I have also received people from other countries here. I love it!

It’s how people act. I’m saying that another part of being Puerto

“resilience.” I lived this with my family. My grandmother

I learn so much from others. But, in regards to Puerto Rico, “I

Rican that I hadn’t thought about before, is the music. The music

was an English teacher and she had the opportunity to go

am Boricua...so that you’ll know it!” I love to be Puerto Rican.

is in your soul. And so you’re always ready to enjoy music, you’re

to the United States to complete her Master’s Degree. So

always ready to party, to fiesta. And partying not just crazy, drunk

I am seeing, as a young child, the accomplishment of one

Jonathan: What makes someone Puerto Rican? In the

partying, but to celebrate. We’re talking about celebration, we’re

individual. Not only in my family, with my grandmother,

States, we talk about skin color. I know that language and

talking about real joy, to be happy. And so here, I was just playing

with my father and many other members of my family, who

culture can be aspects of that, but what allows someone to

a little Puerto Rican instrument, the maraca. I always have in my

overcame coming from a very poor family.

say, “I am Puerto Rican?”

purse the maraca. So that’s a big part of it, the music.
27

Bahía de San Juan, Puerto Rico, May 13, 2019
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El Yunque National Forest, Puerto Rico, May 14, 2019
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Several people I talked to discussed this idea of returning to
Puerto Rico, the desire to return. My abuelita talked about how
there is a whole genre of Puerto Rican songs that talk about
this yearning, this wanting to move back to the island. However,
most of the individuals who discussed this have no serious plans
to move back and actually live there. Some say that their whole
family is in the States now, while others talk about how they
know that they would feel like an outsider now if they were
to go back. For my dad and for many others like him, their
experience of Puerto Rico was when they were young, so their
memories of the island are wrapped up in nostalgia and the
golden glow of childhood. I wonder, then, how it would feel
for me to move there, even if only for a short time. Except for
that week, I have not experienced Puerto Rico firsthand; the
only expectations I have are those passed down to me through
stories. On one hand this does give me some preconceived
notions of what PR is like, but on the other hand, this means
that I could make my experience there my own rather than
having to address old feelings associated with the island from
the past. This makes me excited about the possibilities of living
there, and for now I can definitively say that I do share that
desire to visit more often, and perhaps live there in the future.

Calle de San José, Viejo San Juan, May 13, 2019
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Ridgewood, Queens, New York, July 31, 2019
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Mayagüez, Puerto Rico, May 17, 2019

32

Crash Boat Beach, Borinquen, Aguadilla, Puerto Rico, May 18, 2019
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Carlos Colón, in the chapel at Antillean University, Mayagüez, Puerto Rico, May 15, 2019
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Carlos Colón
Carlos: Me being a Puerto Rican is a privilege because

Carlos: You know, I didn’t like all the fighting and the

Carlos: Yeah. My mom told me when everything was going

first off, the culture here is so different. In places here people

controversy, to be precise. I think personally if we work together,

on Maria, my mom, like I told you she lives in the jungle part

are very tight. If you’re near someone and he sees that you

we can make things happen and do better things then they are

here and there was no way to get out. Like those trees, there

need help or something, people always help each other. And

going now. So I don’t know, maybe we need more union and to

were rocks, even a mountain slided down and covered like four

neighbors are always like, “Oh, yeah, do you need something?”

talk things out to make things better.

miles of dirt. So my stepdad and my grandfather and all the
neighborhood just started to like clean up, pick off the trees with

Or something like that. We are like that. We’re social, happy,
and friendly. Being Puerto Rican means giving all. Enjoy your

Jonathan: Some of my other questions have to do with

culture, enjoy your food. We are also that type of race that can

modern Puerto Rican identity. For example, things surrounding

make a party with two cans of soda and a cell phone playing

Hurricane Maria. Do you have any thoughts on that?

music, we can make any time a good time. People all around
Puerto Rico are definitely the same. I’ve been to Florida and
stuff and you can notice that change. Like people are not that
encouraging me to talk or not friendly to others in that way.

Carlos: Well, Hurricane Maria was kind of tough, certainly for
me and for the person who lived with me. So I’m like two hours
away from my mom and after the hurricane I was stranded

Jonathan: We have so many labels for Puerto Ricans, right?

And I was raised part of my life here in Mayagüez so I know

In the States we talk about being Hispanic or Latino, and here

around, but not having like, telephones or signal or whatever.

you have Boricua and Taino. What labels do you personally

But with my mom and family that’s all around the other side

find useful to describe yourself ?

of the island, it’s tough you know, and even though like I said
all around me, my neighbors, we all did our part. Everyone just

we here say Boricua, you know this, it’s all the same. If you
know who you are and you embrace who you are and the race
you are from, it doesn’t matter what you call it.

Jonathan: Do you have any thoughts about what makes Puerto
Rican culture unique even from other Hispanics?

here even though I’ve been living in Mayagüez for six years.

Carlos: It’s like they say, you know, people say Puerto Rican,

chainsaws. They were all helping each other.

Carlos: What makes us unique is, we are so open to everything.
We are that kind of race that, everything that comes here or no
matter what happens here, we embrace it. Either if it’s good or
bad we’re going to make it and notice, you know we are that
type of place.

Jonathan: What has your experience been here at Antillean?

one day got up and you know, everyone started cleaning up
since 6:00 AM they’re going around helping each other. There
was like a collapsed house that had half ceilings and people
hammering, hoping to build the roof again. So yeah, I know
people here, like I said, actually care for everyone.

Carlos: You’re seeing all the cultures, it makes you appreciate our
culture more because sometimes we forget our race and start to
embrace certain things that come from other places. Sometimes we
don’t get the importance of our culture. I’ve seen different people
coming from certain places, they bring their culture here, and

Jonathan: Do you have any feelings about the relationship

Jonathan: I guess that sense of Puerto Rican community really

sometimes here you’re like, okay, I don’t know nothing about my

between Puerto Rico and the US?

helped everybody get through?

culture but we Puerto Ricans should embrace it more where we go.
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Mayagüez, Puerto Rico, May 17, 2019
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Nathan’s Famous Hot Dogs, Coney Island, New York, July 31, 2019
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I was no longer feeling bad about photographing the touristy
San Juan area by the time we headed down to Mayagüez, but I
still wanted to diversify my photos in an effort to represent the
different ways of life on the island. With this in mind, we visited
the small town of Añazco one evening, walking around the
streets, as is my usual way of photographing new places. As we
went on, I realized how poor this community was, and honestly,
I began to feel a little uncomfortable. In my experience many
people in similar situations don’t like to be photographed, which
is totally understandable, since photographers, either intentionally
or not, often end up exploiting their subjects and their stories. So
I wanted to be very careful. As it turned out, everything was fine,
and nothing out of the ordinary happened. I hope that I am not
misrepresenting that town in my work, but I think it is important
to strike a balance in how I present Puerto Rico in my photos.
Too often, we in America present Hispanic countries as dirt poor
and underdeveloped, which is not the whole truth. At the same
time, it is not good to forget that such poverty still exists. It’s a
tricky line to navigate, but I feel that to be an ethical and socially
responsible photographer, I have to learn to do so.

Añazco, Puerto Rico, May 15, 2019
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Viejo San Juan, Puerto Rico, May 13, 2019
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Añazco, Puerto Rico, May 15, 2019
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San Germán, Puerto Rico, May 16, 2019
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Professor Javier Ruiz in his classroom at Antillean University, Mayagüez, Puerto Rico, May 15, 2019
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Javier Ruiz
Javier: My name is Professor Javier Ruiz, and I am an assistant

Jonathan: What makes someone Puerto Rican? What are the

Jonathan: It’s an intentional engagement with the culture. So

professor of history here at Antillean. I’m originally from the city

defining characteristics of being Puerto Rican?

what are your feelings about the “special” relationship between

of Camuy, and I’m Puerto Rican/Nuyoricanesque. I was born

Puerto Rico and America?

here, and my parents emigrated over, like millions of Puerto

Javier: I think it’s very subjective. It’s based on opinion, I

Ricans do, right outside of Boston, Massachusetts. Went to school

guess mine would be more exclusive. To me, you look at your

Javier: Well, it’s a troublesome relationship. It’s kind of like that

there until I was about 14 years old and then I came back over

biological makeup, I mean, were your parents from here?

particular couple that’s always fighting and making up over and

here. Antillean is my alma mater, and then, after that, I traveled.

There’s got to be a link towards the island because there is a

over again. And, from one side, they’re unfaithful or they’re not

I lived in South Korea for three years, came back home, taught

popular Puerto Rican saying that says, “I would be a Puerto

loyal and they do things behind the back, but then they come

history at the Academy, finished up my Masters, started my PhD,

Rican even if I had been born on the moon,” but that’s very

over and see if they can give me some money to pay the utilities

got married here, and I just recently finished my PhD, as well. I

romanticized. You have to have lived here or know about the

or whatever they may be asking for at that particular time. I wish

love history, I have a passion for sports and traveling.

history, you care about it, you’re interested, you know about

the relationship would be better, but the reality is that there’s

the struggles, you know about the relationship with the United

economic elements that are involved. And, wherever the capital is

Jonathan: I think that it would be good to talk about labels.

States. There actually has to be that desire to know the roots

involved, there’s always one side seeking what is in its interest, but

Obviously, in America we have Hispanic and Latino, here we

and to want to be a part of it. That’s what, to me, stands out

I don’t want to make it look, either, too one-sided. It’s just talking

talk about Puerto Rican or Taino. What labels you find useful in

more above anything else. I mean, you could’ve been born

negative from the U.S. as well because there’s a lot of good,

describing yourself, in your own experience?

somewhere else but then you came here, you had that link,

there’s a lot of money that has been invested in it. I mean, we are

and you really took a liking to it. You got interested, you know

a colony, and colonies... you reap benefits off of them so, from my

Javier: My parents spoke Spanish at home, so we learned

the history, you took your time knowing the people, the land,

perspective, that’s not fair. You look at the biblical story of David,

Spanish, but we learned both languages from the get-go. But I did

the culture, and everything that makes a Puerto Rican. My

and we only remember him before the negative and the wrong

have a certain number of identity crises because I was raised in

particular study is one on Nuyoricans, my PhD was the impact

that he did and how he was unfaithful, and the whole aspect with

the States and I wasn’t really looked upon like I’m fully American.

of Nuyoricans in Puerto Rican basketball, so I really study

Puerto Rico-U.S. relationships, there are some wrong, some really

I was Hispanic. When I came over, I’m also kind of a minority,

identity and nationalism a lot. And we tend to maybe reject

bad and unjust situations, but I think that things could be worse.

because to the Boricuas, I was a Nuyorican. And so it’s really hard

people because they don’t have a Spanish last name or because

I know things aren’t going to change anytime soon, but I do

because I wasn’t used to the Puerto Rican way of living. Many

they don’t speak Spanish. But then these particular players

cater for our people to educate themselves more and more about

times I felt like leaving, but I struggled with it, did my best, hung

who have been born in the States came over and then they just

history and not criticize themselves like, “We can’t do anything.

on. I was very determined and, within a year or so, it was home.

became heroes and legends and they took a liking to the island.

We can’t survive on our own,” because, I think, that has just been

So I’m a citizen of the U.S. but I’m a Puerto Rican national, and

They got married to a Puerto Rican and they stayed, living here

fed and implemented so that we would believe it and want to stay

my identity is Nuyorican because I know both.

for the rest of their lives and they gave back, they worked here.

in that particular relationship.
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Vega Alta, Puerto Rico, May 18, 2019
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Calle Acosta, Viejo San Juan, May 12, 2019

45

On the third day of our trip we went hiking in El Yunque (the
only tropical National Forest), and then came down to the
kiosks at Luquillo Beach for lunch. When we found a place to
eat, my dad recommended that I try the mofongo, which is a
classic Puerto Rican dish made of mashed fried plantains. It
is usually served with meat, but since I’m a vegetarian, I ate it
by itself. And it was so good! I couldn’t believe that I had never
tried it before, since I have always loved plantains, whether
fried as tostones or cooked sweet as platanos maduros. I know
that it is very stereotypical of Hispanics to go off about how
great our food is, but I have to affirm that this is indeed true.
Recently I got to eat some mofongo again at a new Puerto
Rican place near my house, and having the dish just took me
back to that moment at Luquillo. As it turns out, that dish is
tied to my memories of that hot day, of climbing mountain
peaks and swimming in clear blue water. At that moment
I felt the power of food to bring me back to times when I
experienced Puerto Rico, making me connected to my identity
in a way that I hadn’t before.

Luquillo Beach, Luquillo, Puerto Rico, May 14, 2019
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El Yunque National Forest, Puerto Rico, May 14, 2019
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Spanish Harlem, New York, July 30, 2019
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Carolina, Puerto Rico, May 12, 2019
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Dr. Aurea Araujo at her home at Mayagüez, Puerto Rico, May 15, 2019
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Dr. Aurea Araujo
Jonathan: Please tell me a little bit about yourself. About your life

Dr. Araujo: Whenever we go, we carry with us that feeling. We

Jonathan: You’ve spoken a lot about the relationship between

here in Puerto Rico, where you’ve lived in the past, and just how

sing our songs, we eat our food, we teach the other people about

America and Puerto Rico in a lived sense. Do you have any

your experience has been in the culture of Puerto Rico.

ourselves. But being here is something different. It’s very deep.

feelings about the political relationship between the two?

It’s like, I mean this is my place, this is where I belong. So even
Dr. Araujo: We’ve lived most of our lives outside Puerto

when we’re invited to go somewhere else and we have been

Dr. Araujo: Oh goodness! Colonialism, that’s a burden for

Rico. We lived in the Dominican Republic. We also lived in

trying to decide if we move, it helps us to say, no way. Nobody’s

us. This generation, and the last generations have been taught

Brazil as missionaries. We lived in Chicago also, working for

going to take us from here.

that they had been used, they are used to being part of the

the Illinois conference. And then we came back just to claim

United States but not mingling too much. I mean we are part

our part here in Puerto Rico. So I kind of had to start learning

David: So you feel at home, maybe the most fulfilled in your

because somebody chose for us to be a part of it. It was not

again after that many years. Even wherever we were, we’ve

identity, when you’re here connected to your roots.

our choice. So we are dependent on whatever the American

tried to maintain part of our culture and customs and things

President and Congress decide for us. And that is not a good

like that. Our children were born here in Puerto Rico and

Dr. Araujo: My family, my relatives live here, my sisters. My

feeling. On the other side, the Puerto Ricans are afraid of

they feel like they are Puerto Ricans even when they have not

father, my mother, died here. So I would be able to take care of

being independent. Afraid, especially the older people because

lived here. I think that wherever we go, we still carry with us

them, to be with them, to play dominoes with my father, that

they don’t see any other way out. We don’t know how to be

that feeling, the Boricua. Yo soy Boricua, pa’que tu lo sepas! Puerto

kind of thing. Puerto Ricans feel very strongly about family. So I

independent. And that’s because it’s like we’re tied without

Ricans feel very strongly about their own culture and we try to

still visit with my sisters. I go to my own place or where we grew

either wanting it. The United States used to have a lot of

keep our food, our sayings, our language because even when

up. And, you know it’s funny, I go there, it’s like, this is where

interest in Puerto Rico because of its geographical location.

it’s Spanish, we have our own ways. I am very proud of being

you belong. And I am happy.

It was very, very convenient for the United States. Now, they

a Puerto Rican. I’m fulfilled for being one and I don’t miss

don’t need the island for that because wars and other things

anything else. I’m happy to be one, to be Puerto Rican and

Jonathan: How do you feel when you see a Puerto Rican who

are won in another way. But there are a lot of Puerto Ricans

proud and even when we have been having, in the last years,

maybe grew up in the States, who doesn’t exhibit that kind of

who would like to be, for Puerto Rico to be a state. Not all

a lot of problems, social problems, economic problems in the

apparent love for the island?

Puerto Ricans want that. We still want to claim our island. It’s

island. But still, this is us.

not like, yeah, we’re part of the United States. Puerto Ricans
Dr. Araujo: I’d say he’s missing a lot. My grandchildren,

feel like we are second rate citizens. Even when we didn’t ask

Jonathan: You mentioned the importance of place. You said

growing up in the States, they feel like they are as Puerto Rican

for citizenship, when we were given away by Spain and we feel

you’ve been everywhere, but now you’re specifically here in

as their parents and as their grandparents because we have been

like we don’t have any other way around. We don’t know what

Puerto Rico for a reason. Could you speak more to than and

teaching them all that. And they enjoy being here and when they

to do. A lot of people want statehood. A lot of people want to

to the importance of place in Puerto Rican identity?

are asked about their roots, they claim they are Puerto Ricans.

stay as we are, but we hate the colonial situation.
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Manhattan viewed from Long Island City, New York, July 29, 2019
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Maple Parkway, Staten Island, New York, August 2, 2019
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One day we drove several hours from the San Juan area down
to Mayagüez, where the Adventist college that Dad attended
for a year is located. We had, of course, plenty of time to
talk while we were in the car, and he got to reminscing about
his childhood. Dad lived in Puerto Rico until he was around
three, but he also has memories of times in PR when he was
older. He realized that he must have been back at some point
between three and his college years. He had a hard time
remembering when this was, and it was only later, after talking
with his mom, that he figured out the time frame properly.
This fracturing of memories is consistent with the stories I
have heard from my abuelos and from Dad, where it sounded
like they moved around quite a lot during Dad’s childhood.
I also heard similar stories from other Puerto Ricans I talked
to, who discussed how they moved between Puerto Rico and
New York City and Miami and the Dominican Republic, often
spending most of their childhood in motion. I wonder if that’s
why many of us end up living in non-Puerto Rican spaces for
most of our lives. I imagine that after moving around so much,
everywhere and nowhere can be like home.

San Germán, Puerto Rico, May 16, 2019
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San Germán, Puerto Rico, May 16, 2019
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Urbanización Villamar, Carolina, Puerto Rico, May 12, 2019
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El Yunque mountain range, Puerto Rico, May 14, 2019
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Belinda Orellana with her sons Jeremiah, Elijah, and Gideon at their home in Queens, New York, August 2, 2019
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Belinda Orellana, Jeremiah Davis, & Elijah Davis
Jonathan: What makes someone Puerto Rican? When you think

Belinda: Looking back at Puerto Rico, my mother went

Belinda: Well, I was reminiscing about when we took the boys to

about Puerto Rican culture or Puerto Rican individuals, what are

through struggles. But, the Puerto Ricans here, my age, we

Puerto Rico. We went to my cousin’s house, tiny little house, and

the traits that you think of ?

went through struggles here. Because being a Latino woman

she cuts hair for a living. So, she offered to cut all the boys, she cut

already was difficult. And when I was working in the business

my husband’s and the three boys, she cut everybody’s hair. And

Belinda: Well, I am very happy to say we’re very affectionate,

world, I worked super hard, three times harder than anyone

the whole house, I don’t know, the size of my living room, dining

we’re emotional, we get very involved. We enjoy having fun.

else, practically. And I moved up on the ladder, but that was the

room. But their attitude is like, you came into their mansion,

We enjoy celebrations, festivities, gatherings, family gatherings.

only way, when I would see an American white man do nothing

and they want to serve you hand and foot, and take care of you.

Growing up, we were always outside. Everybody was outside;

compared to me, and move up a lot quicker. So, in that way, I

There’s no such thing as being embarrassed. And I think, also,

at five, six, we’re all outside on the block playing all kinds of

could see oppression in the ‘90s, when I was working. So, I know

because the attitude that a lot of Puerto Ricans have, is the more

games. So, I really enjoyed my childhood, and it was in poverty

that the people in Puerto Rico always were positive thinking.

stuff you have, the more you cling to that stuff, or protect it. And

compared to how we live now, but it was great because, like I said,

Their spirits were apparent to New York, all the Puerto Ricans

then, you start forgetting about people. So, that means that there

Puerto Ricans, are very active, very caring. And the emotion goes

I know, nothing gets us down. Things are hard, that’s the way

is not that drive for so much success, because the more money you

both ways. We could get super excited, lose our temper, fight, and

things are. You just struggle, you just climb up that ladder, you

have, the more stuff you have. It’s more simple living, one-on-one

we could love each other and get along or just be there for each

know? So, I think that that strong will that exists in Puerto Rico,

interaction. Even to today, in Puerto Rico, they’re not sitting in

other all the time. So, about all Puerto Ricans, I would say, very

it exists here, with the Puerto Ricans here.

front of televisions either, they still work on the land, or visit each

exciting, fun, people.

other, or hang outside on the stoop, chairs, whatever. Go fishing.
Jeremiah: I agree that there is a temptation to think that the

Jeremiah: I agree with my mom, because I think everything she

grass is always greener on the other side. In the same way that

Jeremiah: I think we’re all just happy to be a part of Puerto

describes is pretty much my experience. And she made a good

new people can seem so fun and cool, as opposed to people that

Rican culture. I think that’s something we all appreciate about

point about emotion going both ways, just easily excitable, easily

you’ve known for a long time and you’re more acquainted with

ourselves, and we all feel very blessed that we get to enjoy,

loud, passionate. It doesn’t feel forced, it’s very natural. In fact,

their good and bad. Me and Elijah have never been to Puerto

and we get to be a part of it. I’m also very thankful that, even

when they are controlled, it seems more forced than them trying

Rico, except for vacation. To me, it seems like, yeah, this is a

though, for me and Elijah, we might not be as in touch with

to express it, you know? And I’ve inherited a lot of those traits, I

great place. But it’s not that I look back there as being somehow

the ins and outs of the culture, I still feel just as much a part of

act the same way, so I’m not talking down or anything. It’s me too.

above here, because, like Mom said, here feels the most real

the culture as my mom is, and my grandma is. Something I feel

to me, because this is where I live. So, I love to go back and

very grateful for, never excluded. I always feel very included,

Jonathan: Specifically for you as New Yorkers, what’s your sense

visit Puerto Rico, but I still appreciate the culture here. Puerto

and very a part, you know?

of place? Is there always that looking back at Puerto Rico, or is

Ricans here that I meet, they don’t feel less Puerto Rican to me,

there also a sense of New York being just as much home?

than if I were to go over to Puerto Rico and meet them there.
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Elijah: Yeah. Being Puerto Rican is great.

Paseo de la Princesa, Viejo San Juan, Puerto Rico, May 13, 2019
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Knollwood Park Cemetery, Ridgewood, Queens, New York, July 31, 2019

61

One of my favorite sights while walking down the streets of
New York was a black and white Puerto Rican flag hanging
next to a pride flag. It’s not evident in the photo, but there
was actually another Puerto Rican flag hanging underneath
the pride one, so that it could be seen when the wind blows.
This makes me happy to see because Puerto Rico, like many
Hispanic cultures, is more traditionally conservative, and so
it has been hard for the LGBTQ+ community there to gain
visibility and acceptance. However, photos like this one show
that there is progress, and I celebrate someone claiming both
identities proudly. It reminds me of a queer Puerto Rican artist
I read about, Jeva (they/them), who currently lives in Texas.
They have talked about how when they lived in Puerto Rico
prior to Maria, there was not much of a visible queer scene,
but now they are hearing about more and more events that are
happening in the queer community, and they now feel even
more confident embracing both aspects of their identity. Stories
like these give me hope that every Puerto Rican will be able to
feel comfortable in our culture, although it is taking time.

Williamsburg, Brooklyn, New York, August 1, 2019
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Ridgewood, Queens, New York, July 31, 2019
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Cabo Rojo, Puerto Rico, May 17, 2019
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Cabo Rojo, Puerto Rico, May 17, 2019
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Myrna Araujo-Constantine in her office at Andrews University, December 5, 2019
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Myrna Araujo-Constantine
Jonathan: Please tell me a little bit about your life as it relates

Myrna: It makes me grab on a little bit more because I don’t

Jonathan: You said that going there, you realize that you’re

to being Puerto Rican.

necessarily consider myself American. Growing up, my parents

different than the people there, your mindset is different. Have

wanted to make sure that we were very proud to not Americanize

you found that here in the States it’s also different? Then you’re

Myrna: I am Puerto Rican. I was born in Puerto Rico, but I

our name; it’s always Araujo. And once you hold on to that part

on the other side of it, where you think “I’m thinking like a

am more of a third culture, the result of a melding of a couple

of your identity, you don’t try to blend too much. But when I go

Puerto Rican or a Dominican would.”

of cultures. My father is from the Dominican Republic and

back to Puerto Rico, I’m not completely Puerto Rican. I’m not

my mother’s Puerto Rican, but my parents are missionaries,

really Dominican, and I’m really not American either. But I think

Myrna: This is something that I think is important to say,

so what that means is that we moved a lot and we have our

that we have been able to have a nice mix, especially in my home,

especially to kids like you, who are born and raised here. I never

own little culture. I would say my mother made sure, always,

where there’s a lot of cultural traditions that I’m able to bring to

found being different a bad thing. I never did. I thought there is

that we were very aware of our Puerto Rican side. She always

my home, to our own American traditions.

actually so much I bring, let’s say, to my American life by being

made sure, through songs, food, stories, that we could just

Puerto Rican. And there’s so much that I bring on the other

experience that family, culture, etc. And so our family would

Jonathan: What does it mean to be Puerto Rican? Because

hand, when I go back home, when I’d go visit my family, there’s

get together to make specific foods for Christmas and that

you say you go back to Puerto Rico and you’re not fully Puerto

so much that I bring by being here all the time. So, I never think

kind of thing. That’s part of my heritage that you can’t really

Rican, but what characterizes that?

of it as “woe is me” at all. I embrace it. I love it. I celebrate it.

as an ethnic group is a mixture of a lot. But having said that,

Myrna: When I go back to Puerto Rico, it’s usually a trip to

Jonathan: You would say then that rather than diluting your

because we lived in the Dominican Republic many years,

memory lane. It’s stuff that we would do when we would go

Puerto Rican identity, it allows you to broaden your definition

there are some things that are very different. So in our case

back on vacation when we were smaller. So, it’s not like you go

of what that means?

we literally have half and half. It’s not even like there’s a lot

there and you’re like, “Oh, this is nice, this is home.” There’s

of things from the Dominican Republic that we have adopted

certain aspects that you’re like, “Oh yeah, I recognize this and

Myrna: Absolutely. But I’ll say this, it is up to you. It is up to you

and there’s quite a bit from the Puerto Rican side. Now, my

this is part of me. But it’s not really home.” And I think the

because nobody would even think “are you Hispanic?” So it’s up

parents live in Puerto Rico. So, it’s easier to go back and pull

way that I noticed that the most is when I speak with other

to you to decide whether you want to go and embrace those roots.

from that. But we have both. Absolutely. And we actually, we

people, my mentality is not completely Puerto Rican. It’s more

But I think your life would be a lot richer by embracing all of

have three cultures because now I’ve been in the States more

Americanized in some, in many aspects. Nobody will ever say to

that other stuff, all the nuances that come with not just traditions

than, longer than I’ve been anywhere else.

me, “Oh no, you’re not really Puerto Rican.” But I feel it. But I

but with foods, with culture, and sometimes you’d even find out

think that happens to anybody and everybody, and I could have

that you do things that you’re wondering why you do, and it’s

Jonathan: How does adding that “American” identity change

lived in Puerto Rico my entire life and come back and lived here

probably because your dad would do it, and he does it because

the way you think of yourself in terms of being Puerto Rican?

for five, ten years, and when I’d go back, it’s already changed.

his mom would do it.

pass down by just telling people about it. Puerto Rican itself
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AJ’s, Berrien Springs, Michigan, December 11, 2019

68

Añazco, Puerto Rico, May 15, 2019
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Having lived my whole life in a place (Pennsylvania) where it
gets very cold during winter but also nicely warm during the
summer, I have grown accustomed to temperature fluctuations
throughout the year. But I did notice, as I was walking down
the streets of Berrien Springs during a snowstorm, just how
different this was from the warm streets of San Juan in May.
I thought that this contrast would have resulted in the Puerto
Ricans here living a certain way, perhaps adapting differently
and losing some of that friendliness or hospitality. But that is
not the case! My abuelita, and Myrna, and others that I talked
to have retained that inner warmth, that Boricua spirit, even
in a place so antithetical to the feel of the island. This makes
me think of what Professor Ruiz said, when he quoted the
famous Puerto Rican saying “I would be a Puerto Rican even
if I had been born on the moon.” He pointed out how that is
an idealized statement, but it has some truth to it. It certainly
seems to me that we Boricuas can make ourselves at home
anywhere, while not losing what makes us Boricua in the first
place. This excites me, because it means that I don’t have to be
less of a Puerto Rican because I am not from the island itself;
my experience as a Boricua in Pennsylvania is still valid.

Viejo San Juan, Puerto Rico, May 13, 2019

70

Harding’s, Berrien Springs, Michigan, December 11, 2019
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Berrien Springs, Michigan, December 11, 2019
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Ridgewood, Queens, New York, July 31, 2019
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My abuelita, Priscila Borton, in her kitchen in Berrien Springs, Michigan, October 29, 2019
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Priscila Borton
Priscila: One thing about the language, in Puerto Rico we

Jonathan: I’m thinking about the carrying on of culture,

Priscila: In Puerto Rico, we don’t say “orange,” we say

get English class in all the grades. Actually, in high school we

maybe learning how to cook Hispanic food or being able to

“china.” We don’t say “orange juice,” we say “jugo de china.”

were supposed to read books in English. We learn to read and

speak Spanish. How important is that to carrying on the next

There was a young man here at Andrews that many years

to write really good. I noticed even coming to the United States

generation? Do you think that that’s something that as Hispanics

ago I met and he used to come to my house often. Then,

that many times we were able to read or write much better than

we should be teaching our kids in order to carry on our heritage?

when he graduated, he wanted to go on a tour on his own in
Europe. This friend of mine, he was from Puerto Rico. When

even American people. The only thing about it was the speaking,
because we didn’t speak any English in Puerto Rico. It was

Priscila: It’s not a bad idea. I know I did not do it, but I know

he got to England, he lost his passport, so he went to the

kind of hard to coordinate the speaking when people talk to us

some people from some friends that are Hispanic, they tried

embassy in England, and told them, “I need you guys to give

in English, “what am I going to say?” We got afraid to talk in

to teach their own children to be able to read and to write in

me a passport.” “Okay, okay, yeah, okay, just sit right there.”

English. Many times we’d ask people, “Can you translate?” But in

Spanish, because they learn English going to school and at a

And he was sitting there almost the whole day. He said, “No,

my case, my husband refused to translate it for me. He translated

particular point they forget about Spanish.

hey, I’m leaving and I need the passport.” And then it was
very interesting, this lady said, “You know, we don’t make a

for other people, but for me, he did not translate; “You have to
try.” I was mad at him, because he was helping other people, but

Jonathan: The question at the heart of all of this is what does it

passport just like that, you know, it’s not really that easy. By the

he didn’t help me in translating. But it did help.

mean to be Puerto Rican? When you see someone whose Puerto

way, where are you from?” “I’m from Puerto Rico. “Oh really,

Rican, what characteristics do you associate with them? For me

you’re Puerto Rican. Okay. Just tell me how Puerto Rican say

Jonathan: Going off of the whole language thing, as you were

it’d be maybe the flan. Your flan is spectacular and it’s specifically

oranges?” “Chinas.” “Oh really? “Oh, do you have any ID

raising the five boys and they started to have to learn English

I think as a Puerto Rican characteristic.

with you?” “Yes, I have the ID for Andrews University.” He
showed the ID for Andrews University, and guess what? The

themselves, did that help you?
Priscila: When I see other Puerto Rican people, they know

lady had a daughter that came to Andrews University. That

Priscila: It did, it helped, because when they went to sleep at

me because they know where I’m coming from. They know

lady at the embassy. So she made a passport, just like that.

night, I used to read a story, most of the time it was the Sabbath

what I eat. If I make pasteles, I can tell them, “Oh, I’m making

But that lady was not from Puerto Rico, but she knew that

School lesson and the story was in English most of the time.

pasteles.” They know what it means, pasteles.

the people from Puerto Rico, they used that kind of word to
identify a particular thing from Puerto Rico. So I thought it

They were saying, “Mommy, don’t say this one that way! Say
it this other way!” But especially the pronunciation, because

Jonathan: There’s just an instant connection there, just

learning, I knew the words, and I still do, but sometimes people

because of the shared heritage.

was really funny and interesting.
Jonathan: I guess that demonstrates, in a roundabout way, the

say something that I could not understand. I tell the people,
“Write it down” because when I see that written, I know what it

Priscila: Yeah, instant connection. I was going to tell you

strong Puerto Rican community, when someone else’s Puerto

is! But sometimes the listening is still hard.

something very funny about the language.

Rican it’s like, “Oh, we’ll help you out.”
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Finishing the Conversation (for now)
David: What closing thoughts do you have about your project

Jonathan: So I think that one thing I want people to get out

Jonathan: Exactly. And I think the only thing I can say is that

and your identity and how that all kind of worked together to

of this project is that you have to intentionally engage with this

I do not want to stagnate. I want to push myself and grow as

come up with this or to finish this project now?

in some way. Go talk to your parents or your family members,

a Puerto Rican, whether that’s intentionally in that identity or

go visit a place that you hadn’t before. Go do something that

just as part of my holistic being. Ultimately I just need to keep

Jonathan: The title of this project is The Boricua Dialogues,

you hadn’t previously and see how you can grow through that.

growing and moving forward.

and the subtitle is Puerto Rican Identity in Conversation and

Join Makarios, visit Puerto Rico for a summer, just worship at

Photography. Obviously I don’t want to forget the photography,

the Spanish church every week, whatever it is. It’s possible to

because that’s the medium of this project, but I also want

grow, but you have to put in that effort.

to emphasize the fact that it’s conversations. You and I,
Dad, have had so many conversations. Linda, you’ve been

David: You sort of answered my last question, which is to

part of them too. So many times we’ve discussed all these

say you’ve talked a lot about what has brought you to this

things. When we were in Puerto Rico, we had a lot of these

point, so what about the future?

conversations sparked by the places that we were, the things
we had experienced, the people we had talked to. There

Jonathan: And that’s the thing, right? I talk about identity

were all the different interviews that we had where we batted

being a dialogue and the fact that the conversation is never

this idea of being Puerto Rican around and each person

really over, and I think that that’s true for this project too. I’m

got a chance to say, “this is what it means to me, and this is

going to publish this book, it’s going to be great, but there’s

how I’m engaging with it. This is what I don’t think it is.”

always more dialogue to be had. Maybe I’ll go to Puerto Rico

And then there’s a dialogue between myself and the physical

and live there for a year or five years, maybe I’ll continue to

places of Puerto Rico and the streets of New York City and

talk to Puerto Ricans everywhere I go. Maybe I’ll release an

even Berrien Springs, places where you find Puerto Ricans.

expanded edition of this book in the future. Maybe there’ll be

A dialogue of me saying to these locations “this is what I

more photos. Who knows? Maybe there won’t be. Maybe this

think you say to me, and this is how I want to tell that story

will turn into a different format. Maybe it won’t get published,

in my photos.” And ultimately I think that identity itself is

but I’ll just keep having these conversations.

a dialogue. That it is not static. It has to grow and continue,
and because of that, a dialogue can’t happen if you’re not

David: Life is going to be what it’s going to be, but you’re

talking, if you’re just sitting there. You can have a dialogue

going to be a Puerto Rican in that life.

with yourself, but it’s not as meaningful.
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David: Well, I think that I’m very proud of you. We both are.

So many individuals came together to support me and help
make this project possible, but I want to highlight several people
in particular. This thesis couldn’t have gotten off the ground
without the advice and assistance of Marc Ullom and Dr.
Pittman, who helped me brainstorm ways to go about this work
in an intentional and conscious way. I’m so thankful for Dr.
Corredera, because she was willing to step up and take me on as
a research advisee despite not working in my department. Her
helpful critique and thoughtfulness kept me on track, despite my
own shortcomings. I’m grateful to Dave, Jen, Doug, my Senior
Project class, Hannah, Kayla, and Adair for their suggestions
and ideas about how to make this project the best it could be.
I’m blessed to have friends like Jeremiah and Elijah, who let me
stay with them in New York and showed me around their city.
I have also been blessed to make friends in Makarios, where I
have been welcomed as a Hispanic among Hispanics and have
grown a lot in my confidence in that identity. I’m thankful for
everyone that allowed me to interview them and share their
stories; without them this thesis would lack a crucial element.
I am grateful to Linda for being willing to proofread this book
in the final stage. Finally, I have to again say thank you to my
Dad, who supported me in this journey from the outset, and
who has helped me in infinite ways, from translating during the
interviews to being willing to participate in my first experience
in Puerto Rico. Because of him, and all my Puerto Rican
family, this project exists and has succeeded.
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